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Scheduled talks between the army and the leader of an armed band of former contra soldiers
collapsed in late March, leaving the government to consider a major military offensive as a possible
alternative. Depredations by criminal bands, particularly in the central and northern parts of the
country, have interfered with ordinary economic activities and now pose a threat, say government
officials, to the October general elections.
Former contra combatants, known as recontras, have operated in Nicaragua since the end of the USbacked contra war in 1990. Although a general demobilization accord was signed in 1994 between
the government and most of these armed bands, holdouts such as the Frente Norte 3-80 (FN 3-80)
led by Ciriaco Palacios, also known as "El Charro," refused to disarm and demobilize (see NotiSur,
04/29/94). During the past several years, the FN 3-80 and other bands have terrorized remote regions
of the country. In 1994, for example, El Charro led attacks on two villages of Miskito Indians and
killed at least 20 people (see NotiSur, 11/18/94).
Kidnappings for ransom have become almost epidemic in some rural areas. From time to time the
army has made forays into areas where these bands operate but has not succeeded in eliminating
the threat they pose to local communities. With the October general elections approaching,
however, the government is anxious to pacify the countryside. Official reports say that joint armypolice operations have destroyed 82 armed bands with a total of 352 members within the last two
years. In one recent operation, the army announced that Jose de Jesus Ochoa Mendoza, also known
as "Joel," was killed on March 29 in an encounter with army troops in southeastern Nicaragua.
Nevertheless, military sources say that 25 armed bands still operate in the central and northern
regions of the country. Last year, these bands killed 207 people and kidnapped 132. So far in 1996,
20 people have been killed and 18 kidnapped. In February, however, El Charro contacted the Sixth
Military Region commander to suggest negotiations for possibly disarming his band. Catholic
Church leaders in the region have become mediators in the effort to reach a negotiated settlement.
They have proposed a general plan to disarm the bands but want the program handled by a churchrun human rights organization or the Organization of American States verification commission
(Comision Internacional de Apoyo y Verificacion, CIAV) instead of the army.
The CIAV is charged with monitoring human rights violations in connection with the demobilization
of the contras. Pedro Vilchez, bishop of Jinotega, said that intervention by the army in disarming
groups such as the FN 3-80 could lead to an increase in armed clashes in the region because El
Charro has the support of many local campesinos who might join his band if it came to taking sides.
The army has a reputation in the northern zone for committing numerous human rights abuses. In
a meeting with the National Assembly's Human Rights Committee, Vilchez proposed that any plan
should include the disarming of the Miskito Indians, whom the army has supplied with weapons for
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defense against bandits, a policy that church leaders believe has only further increased the level of
violence. On March 15, El Charro met with the commander of the army's Sixth Military Region, Lt.
Col. Julio Aviles, and Leopoldo Brenes, bishop of Matagalpa, at La Patriota in Matagalpa department
to discuss a truce. Though they were unable to make headway in substantive negotiations, both
sides agreed to a cease-fire until March 27, when negotiations for a more permanent solution were
to resume.
A sticking point in the talks is the issue of guarantees for the security of El Charro's followers in the
event they agree to a general demobilization. The March 27 meeting, however, never took place as
El Charro refused to send his delegation. Instead, he met reporters at Waslala, 260 km northeast
of Managua, and explained that he pulled out of the talks because army troop movements near
the meeting site posed a threat to his people. He proposed an alternative site in the mountains in
the Los Chiles sector where he evidently has significant campesino support. He also denied that
the purpose of the talks was to discuss demobilization but rather to discuss security and certain
political issues, which he did not enumerate. "We're not going to negotiate our arms," he said. The
government considers El Charro a bandit, but he represents himself as a force bringing order to the
region and deserving of political recognition.
With the collapse of the negotiations possibility, the military still has the option of going ahead
with its planned military operation against the armed bands. The offensive, which was announced
on March 13, was postponed when the March 15 meeting with El Charro produced the temporary
cease-fire and the promise of renewed talks. While both military and negotiated solutions are
being pursued, the government does not appear to be of one mind on how to proceed. Army
commander Gen. Joaquin Cuadra Lacayo said he was willing to accept a general disarmament
plan. But Fernando Caldera, commander of the National Police (Policia Nacional, PN), opposes
that approach because it would treat bands such as the FN 3-80 as political instead of criminal
organizations.
Meanwhile, the future of negotiations is further complicated by friction between the police and
the CIAV. Caldera suggested that the commission was helping keep the armed bands active "to
convulse the countryside" and justify the CIAV's continued presence in Nicaragua. The commission
is scheduled to leave in June unless the government requests an extension of its stay from the OAS.
Caldera also referred to local press reports that said the CIAV is supporting a plan by which the
FN 3-80 would form a rural constabulary instead of demobilizing. CIAV director Sergio Caramagna
called Caldera "misinformed and confused." Julio Cardenas, minister of the presidency, told the
legislature's Human Rights Committee that pacification must be done quickly to clear the way for
peaceful elections. But what the government has to offer is a proposal that demobilized recontras
would receive assistance with jobs, housing, health, and education through funding by international
organizations.
"For disarmament to be truly effective the people who turn in their weapons must engage in
everyday activities, in projects of reinsertion in civilian life," said Cardenas. Many observers believe
that the recontra problem has persisted so long partly because of the government's inability to
deliver on earlier promises of material assistance in moving back into productive civilian life.
[Sources: Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 03/21/96; Agence France-Presse, 03/17/96,
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03/19/96, 03/26/96; Reuter, 03/28/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service,
03/17/96, 03/20/96, 04/01/96]
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